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Vol. 33, No. 4 October/November/December 1998 ©1998 International Reading Association (pp. 376-378) T his article briefly summarizes a descriptive naturalistic study (Sipe, 1996) of the literary competence (Culler, 1975 ) of a class of first and second graders as suggested by their responses during read-alouds of picture books. I wanted to answer the following questions: (a) What are the verbal indications that young children are developing literary understanding as picture books are read aloud? What is the nature of this literary understanding? and (b) How does the teacher scaffold the children's developing literary understanding during storybook read-alouds? I conducted the study in a combined first-and second-grade classroom in a public elementary school in a large midwestern U.S. city. The entire school prized children's talk and active learning and greatly valued literature both as a tool for teaching literacy and as a life-informing and life-transforming experience in itself. The 27 children were from middle and lower middle class families with a diversity of race and culture, including African American, Native American, and Appalachian heritage. The classroom teacher was greatly knowledgeable about children's literature and used it to teach reading.
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The following summary of the 1998 award-winning dissertation has been provided for RRQ by its author.
Over 7 months, acting as a participant-observer, I collected data (field notes and transcripts of audiotaped read-alouds) in three nested social contexts: 35 readalouds to the whole class, 28 read-alouds to two small groups of 5 children each, and 20 one-to-one readalouds with each of the 10 children in the two small groups. The classroom teacher read to the whole class, and I read to the small groups and individuals. Three literary genres were represented: fairy and folk tales, realistic fiction, and contemporary fantasy. I chose 45 representative complete transcripts for intensive scrutiny, using the conversational turn as the unit of analysis and employing the constant comparative method, specifically Strauss and Corbin's (1990) three-stage model of open coding, axial coding, and selective coding.
Five conceptual categories of the children's 4,165 conversational turns emerged from the analysis:
1. Analytical responses (73% of the turns) interpreted the text and illustrations in the manner of the New Criticism (Ransom, 1941) by engaging in a close reading of the text, addressing the traditional elements of narrative (plot, setting, characters, and theme) and narrative techniques such as foreshadowing. Children also discussed illustration media and sequence, conventional visual semiotic codes (such as the semiotic significance of color), and the relationship of text and pictures.
2. Intertextual responses (10%) connected the text being read aloud to other stories, the work of other illustrators and artists, television shows, movies, and other cultural products. The children interpreted and placed texts in the literary matrix they were constructing, showing an awareness that stories lean on other stories (Yolen, 1981) .
3. Personal responses (10%) connected the text to the children's own lives. Children drew the story to themselves by finding points of similarity between their experiences and the experiences of characters in the story, making life-to-text and text-to-life connections (Cochran-Smith, 1984) , and by commenting on what they would do if they were a certain character.
4. Transparent responses (2%) suggested that the children were so engaged in the lived-through aesthetic experience of the story (Rosenblatt, 1978) that, momentarily, their world and the secondary world (Benton, 1992) of the story had merged with and become transparent to each other. The small percentage of these responses may indicate that the children's silence was the primary way in which they demonstrated this deep engagement; the responses seemed almost inadvertent as children spontaneously talked back to the story.
5. Performative responses (5%) manipulated the text, utilizing it as a pretext (O'Neill, 1995) for the children's own creative purposes, in a playful (and sometimes subversive) carnivalesque (Bakhtin, 1984) romp, and an expression of jouissance (Barthes, 1976) . Like little deconstructionists, the children regarded the text as their playground, as an anarchic array of signifiers with potentially infinite meanings, and over which they exercised complete control.
Taken together, these five categories describe what constituted literary understanding for this group of children: what their interpretive community (Fish, 1980) valorized as appropriate ways of responding to picture storybooks. The children (a) engaged in textual and visual analysis, (b) formed links with other texts, (c) connected the text with their own lives, (d) momentarily entered the story world, and (e) playfully manipulated or subverted the story for their own creative purposes.
I also analyzed the adults' 3,670 conversational turns, seeking to describe the ways the adults (the classroom teacher and I) enabled the children's literary understanding. Five conceptual categories emerged, indicating five scaffolding actions:
1. Reading the text (28% of the turns) mediated the story for the children, investing it with the reader's pacing, segmentation, and affective expression. Readers also acted as tour guides or docents for the book, pointing out certain noteworthy features like the endpages or the title page.
2. Managing/encouraging (36%) involved controlling the discussion and modeling how it could proceed most fruitfully, as well as praising children and repeating what they had said, which tended to elicit more talk.
3. Clarifying/probing (28%) involved making links among what several children had said, asking for more information or explanation, and asking probing questions.
4. Speculating/wondering (3%) was a stance taken by the adults to situate themselves as fellow seekers and interpreters. The small percentage here is possibly due to the fact that the silence of the adults also functioned to allow the children to function more independently.
5. Extending/refining (5%) was concerned with identifying teachable moments (Eeds & Wells, 1989) for the introduction of new literary terms or taking the children's comments to a higher level of abstraction or generalization.
Thus, though the children were quite involved in constructing their own meaning, the adults in this study also figured largely in the children's developing literary understanding, demonstrating the importance of active students and active teachers (Cazden, 1992; Clay, 1991) .
Further empirical and theoretical work is necessary to extend and refine the five aspects of literary understanding that emerged from this study, and to relate this model of literary understanding to other work, such as that of Cox and Many (1992) , Kiefer (1995 ), Langer (1995 , Lehr (1991) , May (1995), and Wolf and Heath (1992) .
The young children in this study were sophisticated literary critics (McGee, 1992; Sipe, 1998; Sloan, 1991) , and the storybook read-aloud situation was an important site for the development of their literary understanding. Teachers and researchers may want to consider how the implicit and explicit rules of read-alouds influence children's literary understanding. Because fully two thirds of the children's conversational turns in this study took place during the storybook read-aloud, it may be important to allow children to talk during the reading of the story, at least on occasion. Expecting young children to hold their response until the end of the story may simply lose the response. In most literature circles, literature discussion groups, and book clubs (Daniels, 1994; McMahon & Raphael, 1997) , the discussion takes place after a story is read. Storybook read-alouds offer the possibility of scaffolding the children's meaning construction as it is in the process of being constructed.
Educators may also want to reflect on how nontextual elements of picture books-illustrations, endpages, title pages, and the like-offer rich potential for meaning making, thereby "broadening the lens" of what we conceptualize as literacy to include visual aesthetic response (Flood & Lapp, 1995) .
